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 1
 For citizens of nations functioning with advanced liberal, knowledge-based 
economies a dominant theme is the exhortation to become reflexive, self-
maximising subjects. This reflexive and self-maximising subject, who is 
increasingly thought of as separated from institutional and structural 
constraint as a free and individual agent, has become the valorised citizen of 
western politics and policy. Some researchers regard this shift in 
understanding of citizenship as a detraditionalisation; or an unhooking of 
traditional social roles and relationships, such as gender, from individuals. 
Others argue that it is instead a more complex process of both 
detraditionalisation and retraditionalisation; that is ‘unhookings’ combined and 
in conflict with reinforcings of ‘tradition’. 
 
One site in which these shifts in thinking about subjectivity can be explicated 
is in the arena of women’s labour, motherhood and ECEC. This paper seeks 
to make an analysis of the way in which Australian governments are 
‘problematising’ ECEC in advanced liberalism, taking account of the complex 
combination of detraditionalisation and retraditionalisation across women’s 
labour, motherhood and ECEC policy. 
 
 
Introduction 
It is important that those working in early childhood education and care reflect upon 
their place within broader historical and political moments. Such reflection 
acknowledges the embeddedness of ECEC within our social, political and economic 
world, helping to illuminate some of the enduring and dominant discourses that 
surround ECEC. In this paper I am undertaking one reflection upon ECEC in 
Australia and its positioning within broader shifts in the governing of the population. 
To do this I will first discuss re- and detraditionalisation of ECEC work in the context 
of advanced liberalism. I will then discuss 1) how women’s work in ECEC is begin re-
traditionalised, embedding this discussion in some relevant historical moments and 
2) the ways in which women’s work in ECEC is being de-traditionalised with 
reference to two recent documents that regulate some ECEC workplaces in Australia.  
 
Within this paper I make use of two documents that currently manage the work of 
some ECEC practitioners in Australia. First, the Quality Improvement and 
Accreditation System Handbook (QIAS Handbook), this is a central document for 
managing the accreditation of long day care centres across Australia. For LDC 
centres to be eligible for federal government funding they must maintain successful 
accreditation with the National Childcare Accreditation Council (NCAC). Secondly, I 
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use the Early Years Curriculum Guidelines (EYCG), the curriculum document for the 
new preparatory year of schooling in Queensland’s government education system. 
This second document is specific to the state of Queensland, and as such is not 
applicable to the national Australian context. I need to note up front that these are 
two examples that illustrate my arguments – my point is not to engage in critique or 
judgement of the documents themselves. Rather, I am interested in the purposes of 
the documents and the shifting tactics, strategies and practices they embody as 
ECEC is re- and detraditionalised in advanced liberal economies. 
 
Re- and detraditionalising work 
Advanced liberal economies is not a term used in order to imply a linear progression 
of liberalism, rather, it indicates an opening up of new ways of governing which sit 
along side, in concert and in conflict with other forms of techniques for governing. 
Shifting techniques for governing imply shifting rationalities for the ways in which 
governing is thought about. As Rose (1999) has suggested, governmentality can be 
understood as a function of thought. Use of the term advanced liberal economies, 
therefore, is an indication of shifting functions of thought about how we are to be 
governed and to govern each other that are not necessarily rational or linear, but that 
are extant nonetheless. 
 
Advanced liberalism, Rose (1996) argues, necessitates the creation of free choosing 
individuals, while inventing new modes of surveillance. Rose (1993, 295) further 
suggests that advanced liberal government,  
…entails the adoption of a range of devices that seek to recreate the distance 
between the decisions of formal political institutions and other social actors, and 
to act upon these actors in new ways, through shaping and utilizing their 
freedom. 
The citizen in this case is increasingly being considered as reflexive and self 
maximising. 
 
Adkins (2000) pointed out that the notion of reflexivity has caused some debate 
amongst sociologists. The reflexive citizen, who is increasingly thought of as 
separated from institutional and structural constraint as a free and individual agent, 
has become the valorised citizen of western politics and policy (Giddens, 1994; Beck, 
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1992). While some regard such processes as a ‘detraditionalisation’ or an unhooking 
of traditional social roles and relationships, such as gender, from individuals (e.g. 
Heelas, Lash & Morris, 1996), others such as Adkins (2000) argue that it is instead a 
more complex process of both ‘detraditionalisation’ and ‘re-traditionalisation’.  
 
Adkins (2000, p. 265, my emphasis) suggests that, 
…women’s exclusion from labour market positions, together with an 
intensification of domestic and welfare servicing, suggest not a process of 
individualisation – involving the disembedding of ‘people from the constraints of 
gender’ – but more a re-embedding of ‘women’ in circuits and networks of 
exchange where there is an intensification of traditional norms, expectations 
and rules in relation to gender. Indeed, this eerily echoes the classic sexual 
contract of modernity. So it seems that, rather than becoming self-determining 
individuals in the space of reflexive economies, women are increasingly being 
embedded in re-traditionalising socialities. 
 
British socialist feminist, Lynne Segal (1999) in her discussion of the state of feminist 
theorising, also points towards the contradictions and tensions built into the 
increasing emphases upon reflexive subjectivities and the compounding of existing 
social patterns and lives. She suggests that, 
The more flexible and volatile our identities, bodies and lives are conceived to 
be in academic discourses deconstructing genders and sexualities, the more 
predictably social constraints and pressures, or personal compulsions, manifest 
themselves in the lives of many women, and men. (Segal 1999, p.  229-230).  
 
These more complex networks of de- and retraditionalisation are evident in the work 
places of ECEC teachers in Australia, particulary with regard to the maternalist bases 
of this work. 
 
Constructions of motherhood and maternalism have been profoundly linked into 
political agendas for ECEC in Australia from both the state and the federal 
governments.  While motherhood refers to the role of a woman parenting a child, 
maternalism refers to the cultural understands attributed to this role by our society. 
For example, in Australia one dominant idea that contributes to maternalism is the 
notion that mothers are the single most important carer of their child and that this 
one-on-one relationship must be defended at any cost. One way to defend this 
mother and child relationship is to perpetrate the idea that mothers should stay at 
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home caring for their children, at least for the first few years of the child’s life.  Koven 
and Michel (1990, p. 1079), have provided a useful description of maternalism as  
ideologies that exalted women’s capacity to mother and extended to society as 
a whole the values of care, nurturance, and morality. Maternalism always 
operated on two levels: it extolled the private virtues of domesticity while 
simultaneously legitimating women’s public relationships to politics and the 
state, to community, workplace, and marketplace. 
 
Young children in ECEC settings are often considered to be moving along a bridge 
between home and school. For the women who work in these sites, this bridge could 
also be considered a legitimate path between private spaces of domesticity and more 
public spaces of ECEC settings (Theobold, 1996). Across these particular public and 
private spaces, woman is ‘the high priestess of the cult of childhood’ (Theobold, 1996, 
p. 19), an ideal that is deeply embedded in the traditions and history of ECEC.  
 
Producing the tradition: some brief historical connections between 
maternalism, motherhood and early childhood education 
The history of ECEC is dominated by a long list of men, for example: Pestalozzi, 
Locke, Rousseau, Froebel, G. Stanley Hall, Dewey, Freud, Piaget, Erickson, 
Kohlberg, Spodek, Bowlby and Elkind. More recently, Malaguzzi in Reggio Emilia has 
had a huge impact and inspires a strong following from some early childhood 
educators.  Women have worked within, through and sometimes against the 
institutionalised and public definitions produced by men of their role as 
mother/teacher. As R. H. Roe, then Inspector-General of Schools in Queensland, 
pointed out in a statement on Froebel and the kindergarten, ‘men may claim that one 
of their sex was the originator of the system, but to women has fallen the honour of 
carrying it out’ (Queensland Parliamentary Papers, 1909, p. 278). 
 
Steedman (1985, p. 149) has pointed out that it was Froebel who first emphasised 
that the early childhood teacher should operate as 'the mother made conscious'. 
Froebel (1782-1852) emphasised the training of young women for their place in the 
early education of children.  He asserted that  
The age from seventeen to twenty odd years seems best for this 
training. More important than school education, however, is the girlish 
love of childhood, an ability to occupy herself with children, as well as a 
serene and joyful view of life in general. There ought also to be a love 
of play and occupation, a love and capacity for singing. It goes without 
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saying that purity of intentions and a lovely, womanly disposition are 
essential prerequisites (in Wiebe, 1896, p. 43). 
 
The training Froebel provided was undertaken for six months, 12 hours a day. The 
routine consisted of an early rise with daily religious services and progression 
through a rigorous programme for understanding and using the Froebelian gifts 
(Wiebe, 1896). For Froebel, kindergarten was not a means of replacing motherhood, 
since as May (1997, p.  56) points out, in Froebel’s kindergartens young women 
training as teachers ‘were not to replace the mother…but to complement the work of 
the mother of young children’.  
 
Steedman (1985) develops the links between conceptions of 'good' middle class 
motherhood and the 'good' teaching of (often working class) young children as 
espoused by ‘the fathers’ such as Froebel. Her point, that historically, redefinitions of 
the family, motherhood and therefore childhood were linked into wider social changes 
in the 19th century, is a point not often made in early childhood education practice 
and research (exceptions include Hultqvist & Dahlberg, 2001; Bloch & Popkewitz, 
2000). Thorne (1987) argued that during the 19th century and the early 20th century 
the increasing domesticity of motherhood, the increasing divide between public and 
private life, and the tight linking of children with women meant that childhood was 
also redefined.  Part of this redefinition involved raising the emotional value of 
children, particularly for mothers.  It also involved (mostly) male experts expounding 
upon childhood's natural and universal state of development and the absolute and 
natural necessity for 'good' mothers in this process (Thorne, 1987; see also 
Popkewitz & Bloch, 2001).  
 
Discourses reflective of Froebel’s ‘mother made conscious’ began to shift towards 
the end of the 19th century. It is evident, however, that the tight linkage between 
motherhood, childhood and early childhood education did not disappear.  Rather, the 
natural mother unconscious within every woman was becoming subjected to the 
rational and scientific gaze of psychology.  Bloch (1987) suggests that the explicit 
linkage of early childhood practice with scientific rational discourses began between 
the wars, during the 1920s and 1930s. Further, she suggests that this alignment with 
developmental psychology was an attempt on the part of women working in early 
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childhood education to be viewed (and to view themselves) as professionals. 
Development psychology, therefore, was considered by some as a legitimating 
discourse.  
 
G. Stanley Hall, the ‘father’ of child study suggested in 1905, in the context of 
debates over women in higher education, that women should be ‘educated primarily 
and chiefly for motherhood’ (in Bell & Offen 1983, p. 162). He also bemoans 
‘bachelor women’, who ‘are often in every way magnificent, only they are not 
mothers’ (in Bell & Offen 1983, p.159).  During his lifetime G. Stanley Hall made a 
significant contribution to the pioneering and establishment of developmental 
psychology, and he remains a noteworthy historical figure in psychology. His ideas, 
and idealism, about motherhood were rationalised through his position as scientific 
man; he made scientific arguments that childless women were superfluous. However, 
he also made rather unscientific, religious-esque arguments of the holiness of 
motherhood (Bell & Offen, 1983). From a position of power and authority G. Stanley 
Hall contributed to the reinforcement of maternalism as the basis for the development 
and value of early childhood educational pedagogies. 
 
Women have been integral to the dispersal and enforcement of these discourses. In 
the context of early childhood education it is important to take note of the various 
power relations amongst different groups of women, as well as amongst women and 
men. For this analysis of the governing of early childhood education a simple and 
essentialised category of woman cannot hold. For instance, in Australia at the turn of 
the 20th century rural women, Aboriginal women and urban poor and working-class 
women led very different lives, not only from each other, but also from the educated 
middle-class women who formed the majority of teachers.  
 
Further, the view of the mother/teacher based in maternalism was not just espoused 
by men. Most women working within early childhood education through the turn of 
the 20th century not only reiterated the natural place of mothers in the lives of young 
children, they were making these statements from positions of relative middle class, 
educated privilege and authority (Taylor Allen, 1982; MacKinnon, 1997; Hilton & 
Hirsch, 2000). The discourse of good motherhood thus provided an effective means 
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of government of all women, and middle and upper class women were to govern 
each other as well as women of the working classes and their children. 
 
One clear example of this is the work of Montessori. Dr Maria Montessori was a 
significant figure in early childhood education, she was also a single mother, a fact 
which was well hidden during her life both for religious (she was a Roman Catholic) 
and professional reasons (Cunningham, 2000; May, 1997). Montessori was the first 
Italian woman to graduate with a medical degree and her discourses of childhood 
were based in her scientific research. Nonetheless, she relied on a maternalist image 
of a beautiful and loving mother figure as an essential foundation for her educational 
theories. Here I quote Montessori (1946: 87) at length, 
The teacher, as part of the environment, must herself be attractive, 
preferably young and beautiful, charmingly dressed, scented with 
cleanliness, happy and graciously dignified. This is the ideal, and 
cannot always be perfectly reached, but the teacher who presents 
herself to the children should remember that they are great people, to 
whom she owes understanding and respect. She should study her 
movements, making them as gentle and graceful as possible, that the 
child may unconsciously pay her the compliment of thinking her as 
beautiful as his mother, who is naturally his ideal of beauty. 
 
Alison MacKinnon (1997), in her history of women and education during the 20th 
century, argues that women took up the dominant masculine discourses of 
motherhood and maternalism around the turn and into the first half of the 20th century 
in different ways from those suggested by men. MacKinnon (1997:39) suggests that 
‘Feminists underlined the importance of motherhood, linking it with women’s superior 
moral judgement’. This position was widely advocated by different groups of women 
for different purposes. For instance, some feminists used this morality discourse, in 
the context of the population 'crisis' of the 1890s and 1910s, as a resistance to 
masculine debates against contraception. That is, they argued, in social Darwinist 
terms, that the limiting of families to a small number of well cared for and morally fit 
children was preferable to a large number of unwanted, uncared for children who 
might then be an imposition on the nation.  
 
The link between maternalism, motherhood and young children remains as a Gordian 
Knot of early childhood education. For example, most early childhood education texts 
have chapters dealing with the necessity for partnerships with parents and both the 
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QIAS Handbook and the EYCG devote a significant portion of their substance to the 
importance of partnerships with parents. In the QIAS Handbook, not only are 2 of the 
7 quality areas about relationships: Quality Area 1 – Staff relationships with children 
and peers, and Quality Area 2 – Partnerships with families, these ideas are also 
infused within the whole document. For example, in Quality Area 7 – Managing to 
support quality, the first principle is ‘written information about the centre’s 
management is readily available to families’ (QIAS handbook 2006, p. 7).  
 
The EYCG emphasises partnerships with families and the building of relationships 
(Acker, 1995). The traditional, emotional labour of women in homes and families is 
extended to the ECEC workplace as prep teachers in Queensland are expected to be 
responsive builders of relationships. This is illustrated through the table of teacher 
roles. First on this list of roles is ‘builder of relationships’, with a list of ‘Associated 
roles’ including communicator, mediator, mentor, networker, partner and supporter 
(QSA 2006, p. 12).  
 
In both these examples, the work of ECEC practitioners is embedded in the 
maintenance of relationships and of being constantly at the service of children and 
their families. The work of an overwhelmingly female workforce, therefore, is 
managed within its deeply and historically embedded maternalist discourses of caring, 
nurturing, morality and self sacrifice. ECEC practitioners are exhorted to build and 
manage productive and positive relationships, to educate families and parents 
regarding their children’s learning and be always on call and ready to serve ‘their’ 
children and families. This is the retraditionalising of ECEC work, where there is 
‘…the expectation that mothers [teachers] will love, care, and sacrifice the self’ 
(Acker, 1995, p. 24) 
 
De-traditionalising: Making the work of ECEC professionals public 
I would like to reiterate here that I am not criticising these processes or documents, 
both serve useful purposes in their own ways. Rather I am highlighting the ways in 
which the work of ECEC practitioners has shifted, becoming detraditionalised through 
more public and accountable practices, while also being retraditionalised within 
discourses of maternalism. For ECEC practitioners in Australia this is a significant 
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shift – it is also a deeply gendered shift as the ECEC workforce remains 
overwhelmingly female. 
 
The process of detraditionalisation – the apparent unhooking of our selves from 
traditional social roles and relationships – does not occur outside of currently existing 
practices. Rather, it is part of our ongoing governing, where ‘…already existing micro-
fields of power [are] link[ed to] their governmental objectives with activities and 
events far distant in space and time’ (Rose 1999, 18). Instead of inventing completely 
new knowledges, practices or tactics for governing already established ideas and 
practices are evoked within intensified regulatory systems.  
 
For example, one important way in which the work of ECEC practitioners in Australia 
is detraditionalised is through the accreditation of LDC centres. This process begins 
with the staff of the childcare centre undertaking a ‘self study’. The self-study involves 
each staff member reporting on their practice in response to 7 Quality Areas and 33 
principles; the director of the centre then rates each principle and provides comment. 
A reviewer then visits the centre to again rate and comment on each principle for 
each staff member (NCAC, 2006). LDC centres also must be continuously on 
performing on their best behaviour as spot checks can be undertaken at any time.  
 
As mentioned in the previous section of the paper, the 7 Quality Areas are deeply 
embedded in traditional maternalist discourses of nurture, caring and self sacrifice. 
This discourse is used as the ‘already existing micro-field of power’ to frame up the 
detraditionalising – or public and accountable – aspect of accreditation. Successful 
accreditation is very important as it is required in order to be eligible for federal 
government funding. Thus ECEC practitioners in LDC centres are held publicly 
accountable for the work they do via this regulation. 
 
My second example of the process of detraditionalisation is the EYCG. This 
document regulates the ways in which prep year teachers in Queensland 
government schools undertake the assessment of the children in their class. Again, I 
must emphasise that this is not necessarily ‘bad’ – in fact it is potentially positive – 
but it is a shift and a new tactic for making public and accountable the work of 
teachers. The work of prep teachers is being detraditionalised as the public site for 
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getting ready for school. Both prep teachers and prep children are publicly 
accountable for the outcomes generated via the new assessment frameworks. 
 
Conclusion 
In child-centred practice it is deemed important that the good mother/teacher must 
love each individual child in their care and be permanently at their service 
(Walkerdine, 1992). Such love requires a deep knowledge of each child built through 
constant observation and reflection. The production of such strong, pervasive and 
enduring images and discourses of the good mother/teacher creates an untenable 
workplace for many in early childhood education (Walkerdine, 1992). Teachers of 
young children are required to be constantly happy, joyous and playful (NCAC, 2006; 
Moyles, 1989). These teachers are also encouraged to undertake high levels of self-
regulation to ensure they are meeting the needs of all children, and increasingly all 
parents and families, all of the time. It could be argued, therefore, that ECEC remains 
an emotionally demanding workplace where the Froebelian image of the good and 
womanly mother/teacher serenely gliding through her day with a large group of 
young children dominates. 
 
The emotional toll of this discursive production of mother/teacher as carer and 
nurturer, however, is largely anecdotal, and to my knowledge there has been little in 
the way of systematic analysis of this aspect of an early childhood teacher’s 
professional life (but see Grieshaber, 2002; Fenech, 2006). Furthermore, it is really 
not possible to argue against the need for nurturance and caring in ECEC work, 
although it is possible to argue for a different framework for conceptualising this 
nurturance and caring that is not based in maternalism.  
 
The work of ECEC practitioners continues to be detraditionalised through changing 
tactics for making their work public and accountable through new strategies of 
surveillance, reporting and assessment. However, these strategies also function 
within discourses and practices that continue to retraditionalise this largely female 
workforce in their roles as mother, teacher and carer of young children. The deeply 
embedded historical positioning of ECEC within maternalist discourses is, as 
mentioned previously, a Gordian Knot of ECEC – unfortunately the of cutting this 
knot is currently just as impossible to imagine as its untangling. 
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